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PURPOSE
The purpose of the study was to gain feedback about
two research guides for French literature and Italian literature,
and research guides in general, concerning usefulness, content,
usability, discoverability, and marketing.

BACKGROUND
University of Wisconsin-Madison
The University of Wisconsin-Madison is a large public
research university and land grant institution. It has hundreds
of undergraduate majors, master’s programs, and doctoral
programs. Students include undergraduate, graduate,
professional, and special students with a total enrollment of
43,275 students in the Fall 2013 semester.
LibGuides @ UW-Madison
LibGuides is a web publishing platform for libraries
that has been available from Springshare since 2007.
Academic, public, school, and special libraries worldwide use
the content management system to create all kinds of library
guides, including topic, subject, course, how-to guides, and
even whole web sites.
The University of Wisconsin-Madison Libraries began
using LibGuides for the creation of research guides in the
summer of 2008. In the summer of 2010, the LibGuides Team
was formed to maintain and support use of the LibGuides tool
for the creation of research guides. Providing an effective user
experience is included within the committee’s charge. In April
2014, there were 421 published research guides.
The study developed during a meeting between the
LibGuides Team chair and the Romance Languages
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bibliographer in early February 2013. The bibliographer was
creating research guides for French and Italian literature for
graduate students. As a new liaison librarian to the Department
of French and Italian, she hoped to get feedback on the two new
guides. The LibGuides Team wanted to gain experience in
usability and assessment, and get feedback on guides that could
be used to make recommendations for best practices. At this
same time, a pilot library program put out a call for proposals
for funding to compensate usability study participants. The
bibliographer and LibGuides Team chair submitted a successful
proposal to purchase iTunes gift cards as compensation for 10
members of the Graduate Association of French and Italian
Students (GAFIS), to assess the usefulness and content of the
two research guides and gather further feedback about research
guides in general.

METHODS
The study team included bibliographer Paloma Celis
Carbajal, LibGuides Team member Erin Carrillo, and
LibGuides Team chair Rebecca Payne. The bibliographer’s
student assistant, Giso Broman, a University of WisconsinMadison School of Library and Information Studies (SLIS)
student, worked closely with the study team. As liaison
librarian, the bibliographer served as the contact with the
department and GAFIS and handled all correspondence.
We recruited participants by an e-mail to the GAFIS
listserv, which includes all French and Italian graduate students.
Interested students filled out an online survey created in
Qualtrics that collected demographic information and focus
group date availability. We recruited eight graduate students:
six students were at the Ph.D. level and two were first-year
students in the French Master’s program. Four of the Ph.D.
students were in the French program, and two were in the Italian
program.
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There were two parts to the study. The first part was
a brief online questionnaire which asked participants to
compare research guides at other institutions. Its purpose was
to provide a basis for discussion of the French and Italian
Literature research guides and research guides in general. The
second part was an hour-long focus group during which
participants were asked to examine the French and Italian
Literature guides and provide feedback as a group.

Figure 1: Instruction Classroom

Online Questionnaire
The questionnaire was a Qualtrics survey (Appendix
A), a link to which was sent by e-mail. Participants were told
to expect the questionnaire to take no longer than 10 minutes.
The survey asked participants to view three research guides
from libraries at other institutions, rank them, and explain why
they had ranked them the way they did. We chose three guides
each for French and Italian literature, respectively. We asked
students to examine the set of guides that corresponded with
their study focus. That is, the French literature students
examined and ranked the French literature guides, and the
Italian literature students examined and ranked the Italian
literature guides. This step in the research study proved to be
prudent, as focus group participants were able to become
familiar with research guides as a type of resource and were
able to make comparisons with local guides.
One hour focus group
In preparation for the focus group, the two LibGuides
Team members involved in the study met with the Assessment
Librarian to get feedback on the discussion guide and its
questions, and advice in moderating a focus group. We also
conducted a practice run-through of the focus group.
The Assessment Librarian encouraged us to simplify
our questions further. She helped us plan how to set up the
space to create a more intimate environment which would
facilitate exchange and also aid in audio recording. In addition,
she gave us suggestions for how to conduct the focus group
itself such as developing rapport, laying out the agenda,
paraphrasing responses, asking clarifying questions, and
summarizing discussion.
The practice run-through of the focus group with a
University of Wisconsin-Madison SLIS practicum student
acting as a participant allowed us to get feedback on and
simplify and reword questions, gain practice in paraphrasing
responses, and test recording devices and software. We were
also able to work out additional details such as name tents, other
supplies, and refreshments.
The focus group was held in one of our instruction
classrooms. This space provided a screen for projecting our
slides and computers on which students could view the research
guides. Cookies and juices were set out on the conference table.
As suggested by the Assessment Librarian, we used half of the
space to allow for a more intimate environment for discussion.
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During the focus group, participants first examined the
French and Italian Literature guides and then answered
questions about them and discussed them as a group. We asked
them, as they looked at the guides, to think about a time when
they had a research need and consider such aspects as the
information included, how easy it is to get around, and how
useful the guide is as a whole. The LibGuides Team chair
moderated the focus group using a discussion guide (Appendix
B). Slides were used to structure the discussion and keep
everyone on the same page. The moderator summarized
responses for a question before the group moved on to the next
question.
A LibGuides Team member and the bibliographer’s
assistant took notes. We recorded the focus group discussions
using an iPad and an iPhone with the Voice Record Pro app
installed. The bibliographer observed, and spoke at the end to
thank participants for their feedback and explain how they
could provide further input and her next steps. She also sent
thank you e-mails to study participants.
After the focus group, the audio recording was
transcribed and compared with the notes taken during the focus
group. Two LibGuides Team members analyzed and coded the
data based on themes that emerged from reviewing the
transcript. The coders coded the transcripts independently, and
then compared and discussed until they came to consensus.
We used Google Drive and the library’s wiki
(Atlassian Confluence) to share and edit files related to the user
study including our planning documents, discussion guide,
focus group slides, focus group notes and audio recording
transcriptions, and our study report. We shared our files with
library colleagues via the library’s wiki.

FINDINGS
None of the participants were familiar with research
guides or subject guides. The focus group introduced them to
such resources in general, and our research guides in particular.
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Utility
Focus group participants thought that the guides for
French and Italian literature were especially useful for
beginning graduate students, including international students
and students coming from other institutions in the United
States, who may not have had access to the research tools of an
American research university library. Additional audiences for
which the guides could be useful include prospective students
interested in learning what resources are available at the
University of Wisconsin-Madison Libraries and undergraduate
students enrolled in courses related to the subjects of the guides.
Several students commented that the guides provide a
good starting point for research, bringing together important
resources in a centralized place and providing easier access to
these resources than the library web site. While a good starting
point for beginning graduate students, participants remarked
that as graduate students progress in their studies, they will need
to go beyond the resources included.
Content
Based on content, these guides were generally
perceived as a useful starting point for individuals unfamiliar
with subject-specific resources, or resources available at the
University of Wisconsin-Madison Libraries. This perception
aligned with the intention of the Romance Languages
bibliographer in creating these research guides. Search boxes
and links to electronic content, in addition to reading lists and
reference works, were especially appreciated for convenience
of access. Students seem to want more integration between
program requirements and library resources.
Databases, journal sites, and web resources were
highlighted as especially important content. Focus group
participants also liked the direct access to the reading lists for
the degree programs, which could be used to make sure all
works had been covered or to consult for a better understanding
of the context of a literary work, and the general reference
works. They also found the library catalog search box and the
link to WorldCat to be useful. Both in the focus group and in
responses to the questionnaire, participants indicated a
preference for search boxes in the guide, rather than having to
go to the library web site to search for books and articles. The
amount of content seemed appropriate to participants.
Participants also made suggestions for additional
content. Some suggested content was related to their academic
careers, including the dissertation process (e.g., submitting a
proposal, writing, etc.), research funding opportunities, and job
searching. Other content was related to the subjects covered in
the guides including linguistics, French cinema, Francophone
literature, and French Medieval Studies and texts.
Usability and Aesthetics
Naming of tabs and boxes was clear enough to make
navigation of the guide easy. Both the short homepage, without
a long introduction, and the titles of the different sections
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allowed users to focus on the main task of searching for
resources, rather than having to read extraneous information.
Several participants compared the amount of content to that of
guides from other institutions, commenting that our guides were
easier to use because they had less content to sift through. One
participant liked the use of color in the sections and links, which
helped in using the guide.
The location of some resources within the guide was
confusing. For example, a couple of participants thought that
the “interlibrary loan” and “recommend a purchase” items did
not belong on the page for the reading lists and recommended a
separate tab for interlibrary loan. Another participant pointed
out that “interlibrary loan” and “recommend a purchase” were
on the Books tab, where they should be. On the Books tab, a
participant was unable to locate WorldCat. Another participant
said it was confusing to use the article search and be taken out
of the guide without an easy way to get back.
Discoverability
Focus group participants said they would look for
research guides on the library homepage if they did not have a
direct link. A participant suggested a tab on the library
homepage labeled “Research Guides” or “Discipline-Specific
Research Guides.” They did not seem to be aware that the
homepage includes a link to research guides. The link may be
difficult to find, especially if one is not familiar with the concept
of research guides. They would also expect to see guides on
their department’s Graduate Studies site, again expressing the
desire for more integration between department resources and
library resources.
Marketing
Participants suggested marketing guides through
faculty, including guides on syllabi and in course management
systems, and highlighting guides during library orientations and
course-related instruction sessions. They also suggested using
other library news and marketing resources, such as social
media and posters, to advertise guides more widely.

OUTCOMES
The study, while introducing research guides to
graduate students and providing insights into user perceptions
of research guides, had other positive, unintended consequences
as well.
The Romance Languages bibliographer made changes
to the French and Italian Literature research guides and
published and promoted them for the fall semester 2013. Some
changes included renaming the guides to include linguistics in
their titles, adding an online tutorial for advanced library
catalog searching with French and Italian examples, and editing
database descriptions, highlighting linguistics and literature
content. Also, after the study, the librarian for Francophone
Studies developed a guide for that area.
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The bibliographer also strengthened her relationship
with the Department of French and Italian, particularly with
GAFIS. After the focus group, at the suggestion of GAFIS
leadership, two of its members were elected as representatives
to the French and Italian collection. The student representatives
worked with the bibliographer on a new graduate student
workshop in fall 2013, where the finished guides were
introduced. They have also worked with her to conduct a user
needs analysis survey for graduate students and faculty. The
collaboration facilitates information sharing about department
and library events, recent acquisitions, purchase requests, and
suggestions for research guides. The relationship also helps in
the hiring of student employees. The bibliographer hired a
study participant from the Italian program to work with the
collection. Students working with the collection help promote
the guides to their peers. GAFIS promotion of the guides to
faculty led to an increase in requests for library instruction
sessions in spring 2014.
Members of the study team shared information about
the study at meetings of library staff and in a written report.
Beyond gaining feedback to improve the French and
Italian Literature guides and inform best practices for guide
creation, we hope that this study will be used as a model for
future focus groups. Already, library colleagues found the
materials we shared on the library’s wiki helpful in planning
and executing their focus groups of instructors of first-year
Communication courses.
The LibGuides Team plans to continue assessment
efforts to include gaining feedback about research guides from
undergraduate students, perhaps partnering again with subject
specialist librarians.

RECOMMENDATIONS
When creating a guide for novices to the subject area,
include such content as search boxes, electronic resources,
program reading lists, and reference works. When creating a
guide for advanced graduate students, add writing and career
advice.
To prevent the guide from becoming overwhelming,
limit the number of resources included and minimize the
explanatory text. Also use tab and section headings that clearly
and accurately reflect content.
To aid in discoverability of research guides, add a link
for research guides to the library’s homepage and department
web site. To promote research guides, advertise through
faculty, encouraging them to include guides in syllabi and
course pages, introduce in orientations and instruction sessions,
and use existing library marketing resources such as social
media and posters.
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APPENDIX A
Online Questionnaire
Language concentration of your degree program
o Italian
o French
STEP 1 of 3: Examine all three guides while thinking of a time when you had a research need related to your field of
study.
Click on the name of each of the guides below to open it in a new window or tab.
Library Guide – A (link to guide A)
Library Guide – B (link to guide B)
Library Guide – C (link to guide C)
STEP 2 of 3: Rank the library guides in order of preference.
Use 1 for your favorite and 3 for your least favorite.
Library Guide – A (link to guide A)
1
Library Guide – B (link to guide B)
1
Library Guide – C (link to guide C)
1

2
2
2

3
3
3

STEP 3 of 3: Explain your ranking of the guides, considering such aspects as the information included, how easy is it to
get around, how useful the guide is as a whole, etc.
Please be as specific as possible. Refer to guide names (above) in your comparison.
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APPENDIX B
Focus Group Discussion Guide
Purpose, Participants, Location, Date, Time, Moderator and Note-taker (s)/Recorder (s)
Materials
•
•
•
•
•
•

PowerPoint slides to guide focus group discussion
Focus group discussion guide
Digital recording devices and digital recording software (e.g., iPads, iPhones with Voice Record Pro app)
Name erase board tents
Pens and note cards
Refreshments

I. Welcome
•
•
•

Greet participants as they come in. Make them feel welcome and comfortable and thank them for coming.
Direct participants to restrooms, water fountain, and refreshments.
Ask participants to write first name on the erase board tents on both sides.

II. Introduction (5 minutes)
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Thank participants for attending.
Introduce moderator and study team including note-takers.
Explain note-taking and audio recording. Assure participants of the confidentiality of discussion.
Have participants introduce themselves: first name, program, and year of study.
Explain the purpose: To discuss French and Italian Literature guides and get feedback to inform their further
development and the design of guides in other disciplines.
Provide an overview of the focus group session.
Ask if there are any questions before getting started.

III. Examination of Research Guides (5 minutes)
•

•
•
•
•

Ask participants to take five minutes to look at French and Italian research guides that are open on computer
screens:
o French Literature: http://researchguides.library.wisc.edu/frenchlit
o Italian Literature: http://researchguides.library.wisc.edu/italianlit
Ask participants to spend enough time to get a sense of both guides.
Ask participants to consider the information included, how they can get around, and the overall usefulness.
Distribute to participants pens and note cards for taking notes if desired.
Ask participants to leave open browser windows displaying guides to return to the guides if needed during
discussion and refer to guide addresses on white board if needed.

IV. Discussion (40 minutes)
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•
•

•

Tell participants that we will move into the questions and discussion.
Explain how questions and discussion will proceed. First moderator will ask a question and allow time for
thinking about it. Then when ready, moderator will ask group to respond and discuss. Moderator will
summarize what has been said for a question before group moves on to the next question.
Tell participants that everyone will have an opportunity to respond, and we are eager to hear what everyone
has to say. Ask participants not to hold back. Tell participants there are no right or wrong answers and they
will not offend us. Ask participants to be as specific as possible.
Discussion Questions:
1. How could these research guides be useful to you? (10 minutes)
Follow-up questions: For your research? For your teaching? Have you used this type of resource before?
Where do you start your research?
2. Is the information included in these research guides appropriate for your needs? (10 minutes)
Follow-up questions: What information do you expect to be included? What is missing? What is
unnecessary? Is there too much information? Is there too little information? Is the amount of
information just right? What information do you like? What information do you not like?
3. What makes these research guides easy to use and what makes them challenging to use? (10 minutes)
4. Where would you look for these research guides? (5 minutes)
5. How can we tell you about research guides like these? (5 minutes)

V. Wrap-up (10 minutes)
Closing Questions:
1. Is there anything more you would like to share with us? For example, maybe there is something we did
not ask about that you would like to comment on?
2. What is your overall impression of research guides from today’s discussion? What are you taking away
from today’s discussion?
•
•
•

Ask bibliographer to share what she will do with the feedback and how participants can provide further input
following the focus group.
Thank everyone for participating.
Distribute iTunes gift cards to participants and have them initial Gift Card Recipient Log to acknowledge
receipt.
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